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Oregon Trails -Bookends
Column Editor: Thomas W. Leonhardt (Retired, Eugene, OR 97404) <oskibear70@gmail.com> A s I am wont to say, there is no such thing as a coincidence. Sometimes there are convergences that are so striking that they are remembered, filed away in one's grey matter for another time, another convergence, another insight gained by that first revelation.
I had never read Lolita and came across it while browsing the stacks at a university library. I knew something about what the book was about but as I read it, I realized that the pop culture notion of Lolita was wrong.
At the same time, I checked out a copy of Blue Calhoun by Reynolds Price, a fellow Tarheel whose work I knew and liked. Blue Calhoun is not a version of Lolita but rather, for a relatively small but pointed part of the novel, a treatment of the effects of sexual abuse of a minor. The Price book may not have made such a strong impression on me had I read it before reading the Nabokov novel. There is, too, in the Reynolds work, the cloyingly close relationship between mother and son, not incestuous but still a bit disturbing to me.
Although Blue Calhoun and Lolita aren't the matching book ends that my other selections are, they are the ones that got me thinking of such combinations that a mere subject bibliography might miss. Clemens thought that his boyhood was superior to any in New England but failed to see that adventure can be found anywhere and not all of us can live on the banks of the Mississippi River. As I recall, the snow fort built by Tom Bailey was just as appealing as Tom Sawyer's spelunking but not any more fun than my own boyhood days in the interior of the Territory of Alaska in the early 1950s.
In Henderson the Rain King (Saul Bellow), an American travels to Africa to get away from it all. In A Handful of Dust (Evelyn Waugh), a Briton makes his escape to South America. Their adventures are quite different, but their fates are the same while also different and not necessarily what the heroes had expected.
The Morning Watch by James Agee and A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce also juxtapose an American and High Anglican with a European and Roman Catholic. Each of the main characters suffers a religious crisis but each in his own way.
Let Us Now Praise Famous Men is another James Agee book that makes me think of another, The Grapes of Wrath, by John Steinbeck. Both writers, one with non-fiction, the other with a novel, describe the plight of poor people during the Great Depression and try to evoke the humanity of the downtrodden though hardworking Americans.
And finally, a pair of books that I have as bookends must be described before they are named and, spoiler alert, I would not recommend reading them together or back to back for effect but only if you should find yourself in a positon to read them in close proximity.
I was in the Portland International Airport waiting for my flight to board. Among the other passengers was a young Marine stationed in Okinawa for the past two years. He was telling another young man that he didn't like either Okinawa or Japan and that Okinawa had a lot of old cultural things (as if Japan didn't). The Marine was going to Atlanta with us and then on to South Carolina where he was from. The other young man had asked if Semper Fi was in the Army. "No, Marines." "I'm sorry, I hope I didn't offend you." "Nah, that's okay. My dad's in the Army." Then the young Marine asked, "What's that?" "That's a Kindle. It's an eBook reader." Marine, looking at the Kindle: "Cool!" Civilian: "Here, hold it. See how light it is." Marine: "Wow! Way cool!" Civilian: "It can hold hundreds of books." Marine: "There's only one book for me, so I guess that would be a waste. No, make that two books.
[Pause] "The Bible and The Call of the Wild."
Civilian: "I think you can get the Bible on this. It would take a lot less space.
[Slight pause] But I guess it wouldn't be the same."
